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Carole Thompson, director of the UN electronic services division, recently told members of the
Economic and Social Committee (ECOSOC) that access to UN computerized databases was in
ever-increasing demand by developing nations. The UN has already undertaken steps to facilitate
telecommunications access by joining public and private data networks. A report by the UN
Secretary General's office to ECOSOC states that "easy, economical, uncomplicated and unhindered
access" to UN databases and information systems is of vital importance to developing countries
for the formulation of successful development programs. Although UN member-nations have
had access to statistical databases since 1965, and direct access to other UN databases since 1986,
data retrieval procedures remain widely unknown. Haroun Shaukat, Pakistan's representative to
ECOSOC, recently complained that "there has been no systematic and centralized effort to keep
governments and their missions informed, leading to overall difficulties regarding access to the UN
databases." He urged the UN to develop computer seminars and exhibitions, as well as software
expertise training programs in developing countries. The need for user-friendly access to databases
was highlighted in a recent questionnaire prepared and conducted by Thompson's office. Of all
the permanent missions responding to the survey, 79% expressed a keen interest in accessing UN
documents, resolutions, treaties, press releases, and bibliographic and statistical data. However,
a profound lack of computer literacy as well as limited technology have stalled efforts to improve
the dissemination of information. In an effort to correct this situation, the UN Advisory Committee
for the Coordination of Information Systems (ACCIS) is stepping up efforts to modify and create
new systems. Next, the UN Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) is developing a series
of seminars aimed at familiarizing mission staff with the basic concepts of computer technology.
Efforts are also underway to expand services to member-nation officials seeking direct access from
their home countries. Regional bodies such as the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia
and the Pacific (ESCAP) are currently involved in training activities designed to expand informatics
skills of government employees in developing countries. The information resources maintained
by the UN include a series of databases on demographic trends and issues, trade information and
international labor standards. (Source: Inter Press Service, 07/29/92)
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